













































































































































































































































in	history.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	















the	revelation	will	always	come	as	a	surprise.	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 (Strathern	1990,	37)	
	
Although	Strathern	noted	that	the	modernist	phase	in	anthropology	was	one	in	which	the	‘study	of	
material	culture	became	divorced	from	social	or	cultural	anthropology’	(1990,	37),	she	recognised	
that	by	giving	‘attention	to	the	artefact	qua	artefact’	and	displaying	things	in	a	way	that	‘minimises	
reference	to	wider	social	or	cultural	contexts’,	museologists	might	be	behaving	more	like	
‘Melanesians’	than	her	‘Europeans’	(Strathern	1990,	39).	If	one	puts	to	one	side	the	modernist	
project	of	attempting	to	elucidate	the	‘world	views’	of	‘others’,	a	number	of	analogies	emerge	
between	the	ways	in	which	Strathern	suggests	that	Melanesians	responded	to	the	unexpected	
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arrival	of	outsiders,	and	the	ways	in	which	Thomsen	responded	to	the	discovery	of	ancient	artefacts.	
Without	a	ready-made	context	in	relation	to	which	he	could	relate	and	situate	these	artefacts,	
Thomsen	constructed	further	artefacts	in	the	form	of	museum	displays.	These	were	tested	by	their	
effects	—	their	ability	to	assemble	the	material	in	ways	that	made	new	understandings	possible,	and	
the	resulting	revelations	were	presumably	unanticipated	and	came	as	something	of	a	surprise.		
If	a	Melanesian	notion	of	artefact	includes	performances	and	events,	created	in	response	to	
the	other	artefacts,	we	can	certainly	regard	the	exhibitions,	displays	and	events	developed	within	
museums	similarly	—	as	artefacts	that	are	themselves	created	as	part	of	ongoing	processes	of	
reassemblage.	However,	this	entails	shifting	common	understands	of	the	work	that	museums	away	
from	an	exclusive	focus	on	archival	storage	and	public	engagement.	Collection,	as	a	mode	of	
assemblage	and	reassemblage,	is	fundamental	to	the	generation	of	forms	of	archaeological	
knowledge	associated	with	description,	comparison,	classification,	and	generalisation.	It	is	a	‘way	of	
knowing’	which	the	historian	of	science,	John	Pickstone	(Pickstone	2000,	12),	has	categorised	as	
‘natural	history’	and	positioned	as	the	foundational	basis	for	other	modes	of	knowledge	(cf.	Lévi-
Strauss	1966).	It	can	be	argued	that	museums	have,	at	times,	functioned	as	large-scale	scientific	
instruments,	akin	to	telescopes,	which	have	combined	technologies	of	containment	and	
enchainment	to	materialise	archaeological	knowledge	(cf.	Lucas	2012,	178–214).	In	the	case	of	
Thomsen,	the	Royal	Museum	for	Nordic	Antiquities	made	archaeological	‘events’,	and	with	them	
prehistoric	chronology,	visible	and	therefore	communicable	(Olsen	et	al.	2012,	40–3).	
	
Museums,	analysis	and	experimentalism	
Alongside	‘natural	history’,	Pickstone	highlighted	two	other	‘ways	of	knowing’:	‘analysis’	and	
‘experimentalism’.	If	collecting	is	a	form	of	‘natural	history’,	then	archaeological	excavation	is	
arguably	a	form	of	‘analysis’,	a	‘way	of	knowing’	that	seeks	order	by	dissection	in	order	to	specify	
‘the	composition	of	the	known’	(Pickstone	2000,	12).	If	‘natural	history’	allows	the	world	to	be	
known	through	practices	akin	to	craft	production,	‘analysis’	depends	on	forms	of	rationalised	
production	associated	with	technical	professionals	and	nineteenth-century	industrialism.	
‘Experimentalism’	by	contrast	is	associated	by	Pickstone	with	‘putting	together	elements	and	
controlling	them	to	create	new	phenomena’	through	systematic	invention.	Pickstone	has	suggested	
that	while	disciplinary	histories	are	sometimes	narrated	in	terms	of	the	replacement	of	one	‘way	of	
knowing’	by	another,	most	disciplines	proceed	by	displacement,	rather	than	replacement,	as	
different	‘ways	of	knowing’	become	dominant.		
It	is	perhaps	instructive	to	consider	the	rather	different	reputations	attached	to	the	museum	
work	and	the	field	work	of	General	Pitt	Rivers	(aka	Augustus	Henry	Lane	Fox,	1827–1900),	as	a	way	
to	consider	the	displacement	of	collection	by	excavation	within	archaeology.	Pitt	Rivers’	approach	to	
excavation,	and	particularly	his	richly	illustrated	Cranborne	Chase	volumes,	remained	a	reference	
point	for	archaeology	throughout	the	twentieth	century,	enabling	him	to	acquire	a	reputation	as	a	
‘father’	of	field	archaeology	(Lucas	2001,	19).	His	museum	work,	by	contrast,	was,	over	time,	largely	
dismissed	as	an	effort	to	illustrate	Victorian	racial	hierarchies,	and	the	museum	he	established	in	
Oxford	was	increasingly	regarded	as	an	ethnographic	or	anthropological	museum,	rather	than	an	
archaeological	one.	Pitt	Rivers	himself,	most	likely	would	have	understood	both	strands	of	work	as	
contributing	to	an	overarching	project	to	collect	and	reassemble	both	contemporary	and	historic	
artefacts	in	order	to	the	demonstrate	the	development	of	artefact	types	and	their	forms	(Lucas	
2001,	26).	When	his	collection	opened	to	the	public	in	1875,	Pitt	Rivers	stated:		
Since	the	year	1852	I	have	endeavoured	to	supply	this	want	by	selecting	from	amongst	the	
commoner	class	of	objects	which	have	been	brought	to	this	country	those	which	appeared	
to	show	connection	of	form.	Whenever	missing	links	have	been	found	they	have	been	added	
to	the	collection,	and	the	result	has	been	to	establish,	however	imperfectly,	sequence	in	
several	series.		
(Lane	Fox	1875,	294)	
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Pitt	Rivers’	collecting	aims	were	effectively	a	continuation	and	expansion	of	those	of	Thomsen	
(Eskildsen	2012,	43),	and	are	paralleled	by	Lubbock’s	attempts	to	globalise	the	three-age	
framework.4	Pitt	Rivers	understood	his	project	as	inspired	by	the	work	of	Natural	Historians	in	
developing	evolutionary	typologies	of	animal	speciation,	with	archaeology	replacing	geology	in	
providing	the	time	depth	against	which	evidence	of	relationships	between	contemporary	examples	
might	be	compared	(see	Lane	Fox	Pitt-Rivers	1890).	
	 The	relationship	between	fieldwork	and	museum	work	in	archaeology	is	extremely	complex,	
but	it	seems	that	a	number	of	major	excavation	projects	in	the	early	twentieth	century	were	justified	
as	a	means	to	provide	museums	with	artefacts	that	would	contribute	to	museum	based	projects	of	
global	comparison	and	typology	(Lucas	2001,	32;	Stevenson	2013).	While	museums	regularly	
sponsored	major	excavations,	the	sense	that	new	discoveries	primarily	lay	underground,	where	they	
would	be	discovered	through	increasingly	analytical	‘ways	of	knowing’	associated	with	excavation,	
accompanied	a	shifting	of	the	centre	for	archaeological	research	from	the	museum	to	the	field	
during	the	twentieth	century	(Stevenson	2015).		
	 Nevertheless,	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	think	that	‘analysis’	as	a	‘way	of	knowing’	was	
restricted	to	fieldwork	and	excavation,	any	more	than	‘natural	history’	approaches	to	classification	
and	categorisation	ceased	to	operate	in	the	field.	Frances	Larson	(2007)	has	demonstrated	some	of	
the	ways	in	which	Henry	Balfour,	the	first	curator	of	the	Pitt	Rivers	Museum	in	Oxford	(1891–1939)	
and	a	University	trained	Natural	Historian,	engaged	in	forms	of	analysis	that	extended	the	museum’s	
classificatory	and	comparative	projects.	In	particular,	Balfour’s	paper	on	the	composite	bow	shows	
that	he	engaged	in	dissection	as	a	means	of	understanding	the	composition	of	museum	objects.	He	
also	engaged	in	‘experimentalism’,	including	the	knapping	of	stone	tools,	and	experiments	with	
other	pre-industrial	technologies	(see	Gosden,	Larson,	and	Petch	2007).	However,	these	‘ways	of	
knowing’	when	conducted	in	museum	settings	essentially	remained	in	the	service	of	‘natural	
history’,	enabling	enhanced	comparison	and	categorisation	of	artefacts	within	the	museum.		
One	of	the	greatest	contrasts	that	emerges	between	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth-century	
museum	archaeologists	and	mid	to	late	twentieth-century	field	archaeologists	is	in	the	forms	taken	
by	the	assemblages	they	were	engaged	in	producing.	Unlike	museum	archaeologists	who	spent	their	
time	assembling	museums	and	collections,	publishing	relatively	infrequently,	fieldworkers	have	
developed	a	textually	focussed	mode	of	production,	generating	written	accounts	that	ground	their	
syntheses	in	fieldwork	experience.	While	we	can	read	the	texts	produced	by	Lubbock	as	emerging	
from	his	collecting	activities,	with	artefacts	prominently	illustrated	to	support	his	argument,	many	
twentieth-century	texts	are	based	on	evidence	that	arises	from	projects	of	assemblage	involving	
texts,	photographs	and	diagrams,	as	much	as	objects	themselves	(Lucas	2012,	246–57).	Indeed,	it	is	
tempting	to	suggest	that	the	contrast	drawn	by	Strathern	between	Europeans	and	Melanesians	is	
fundamentally	a	contrast	between	ways	of	making	knowledge	that	are	primarily	textual,	and	those	
that	are	primarily	artefactual,	and	that	the	fundamental	challenge	for	museum	archaeology	in	the	
twenty-first	century	is	to	build	a	more	equitable	relationship	between	these	different	ways	of	
constructing	knowledge.	
	
Refreshing	museum	archaeology	
While	Pickstone	suggested	that	the	History	of	Science	has	witnessed	a	partial	displacement	of	
‘natural	history’	by	‘analysis	and	rationalisation’	as	well	as	by	‘experimentalism	and	invention’,	he	
nevertheless	argued	for	situating	‘natural	history’	as	a	‘descriptive,	classificatory	way	of	knowing	at	
the	heart	of	the	scientific	enterprise	—	as	a	cultural	achievement	on	which	analytical	and	
experimental	modes	are	built	and	one	which	remains	a	major	way	of	dealing	with	our	world’	
(Pickstone	2000,	209).	One	of	the	reasons	for	this	is	that	it	is	more	continuous	with	ordinary	
language	and	experience	than	‘analysis’	or	‘experimentation’,	making	it	more	accessible	to	untrained	
publics,	who	can	become	active	participants	in	scientific	projects	of	this	kind	(indeed	he	uses	
archaeology	as	a	model	of	public	participation).	However,	Pickstone	(2000,	81–2)	also	highlighted	
the	contemporary	potential	for	an	‘omnivorous’	digital	technology	to	expand	the	accumulating	and	
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sorting	of	‘information’	associated	with	the	natural-historical	‘way	of	knowing’	well	beyond	the	
institutions	that	once	anchored	it	(cf.	Frieman	and	Wilkin	2016;	Nancarrow	2016).	
Arguably	these	are	the	same	conditions	which	provide	museum	archaeology	with	a	central	
role	to	play	in	an	inclusive	and	expanded	conception	of	the	wider	discipline	of	archaeology	as	‘a	
science	of	new	entities,	new	assemblages’	(Lucas	2012,	265)	which	‘changes	the	past	as	it	works	on	
it,	changing	the	assembled	evidence’	(Fowler	2013,	2).		However,	it	would	be	wrong	to	suggest	that	
the	problems	of	museum	archaeology	are	solely	problems	of	conceptualisation	and	recognition.	
What	nineteenth-century	examples	demonstrate	is	that	collection,	as	mode	of	description,	
comparison	and	classification,	inevitably	involved	near-continual	processes	of	reassembly.	While	
Thomsen	reassembled	prehistoric	assemblages	to	create	archaeological	periods,	Boyes	reassembled	
a	portable	version,	which	Lubbock	reassembled	through	additions	and	adjustments.	Collection	and	
reassemblage	are	endlessly	iterative	processes,	which	in	archaeology	work	to	reassemble	material	in	
a	manner	that	better	captures	earlier	human	projects	of	assemblage.		
Too	often,	however,	processes	of	collection	and	reassembly	in	museums	have	stalled,	with	
the	result	that	the	forms	of	classification	and	documentation	operating	in	museums	have	been	
superseded	by	those	current	in	the	wider	discipline.	Collection	as	an	ongoing	process	has	been	
replaced	by	collections	as	artefacts,	whose	value	lies	chiefly	in	the	evidence	they	provide	of	historic,	
now	abandoned,	projects	of	assemblage.	This	is	in	part	because	some	museums	have	attempted	to	
transform	themselves	into	archaeological	archives,	rather	than	collections,	but	it	is	also	a	question	of	
available	funds	(see	Flexner	2016a).	Given	the	shortage	of	resources	faced	by	most	contemporary	
museums,	it	would	be	impossible	for	them	to	attempt	to	restart	nineteenth	projects	of	global	
artefact	typology	and	comparison	—	although	making	their	collections	available	online	provides	the	
means	for	specialists	to	draw	museum	collections	into	digital	projects	of	collection	and	
reassemblage.	However,	there	are	also	ideological	and	theoretical	reasons	why	such	totalising	
projects	can	be	problematic.					
	 David	N.	Livingstone	has	suggested	that	the	shift	of	cognitive	authority	from	the	museum	to	
the	modern	research	university	was	accompanied	by	a	‘realization	that	the	meaning	of	artifacts	is	
unstable	and	shifts	depending	on	how	objects	are	arranged’	(Livingstone	2003,	40).	While	this	may	
have	contributed	to	the	downgrading	of	‘their	scientific	significance’	in	the	past,	this	can	also	be	
regarded	as	a	significant	opportunity	in	the	present.	Historic	museum	collections	that	were	acquired	
in	the	pursuit	of	totalising	projects	of	assemblage	can	be	repurposed	to	meet	alternative	needs	in	
the	present.	It	is	partly	through	a	more	explicit	engagement	with	the	way	these	practices	have	
operated	in	archaeology’s	disciplinary	past	that	it	may	become	possible	to	move	beyond	the	
inherited	and	often	superseded	classificatory	constructs	which	constrain	so	much	current	museum	
practice,	enabling	current	and	future	museum	archaeologists	to	develop	modes	of	collection	and	
(re)assemblage	that	are	creative	and	revealing,	while	remaining	intellectually	productive	(cf.	
Macdonald	and	Basu	2007).	Work	to	recover	indigenous	agency	from	nineteenth-century	
ethnographic	collections	is	one	example,	as	is	the	testing	of	historic	collections	using	new	techniques	
of	analysis,	whether	DNA	sampling,	residue	analysis	or	X-ray	fluorescence.	The	ability	of	historic	
collections	to	service	multiple	projects	of	assemblage,	reassemblage	and	collection	lies	at	the	core	of	
their	ongoing	potential,	particularly	when	rendered	in	digitally	accessible	form.	
	
Nicholas	Thomas	(2010,	7)	has	suggestively	written	about	‘the	museum	as	method’,	arguing	
that	‘the	activity	and	method	of	museum	work	was	and	is	profoundly	different	from	that	of	the	
academic	discipline’.	He	has	suggested	that	practices	as	seemingly	simple	as	writing	labels	and	
juxtaposing	different	objects	in	displays	can	be	highly	contingent	and	unpredictable,	arising	from	
moments	of	‘discovery’	that	occur	when	objects	are	‘happened	upon’	in	ways	that	disrupt	existing	
disciplinary	and	political	narratives	(2010,	7).	Thomas	has	suggested	that	simple	questions	such	as	
‘what	is	it?'	can	enable	an	exploration	of	what	particular	categories	and	distinctions	might	mean	
(2010,	8).	Such	moments	arise	during	the	ongoing	process	of	assembling	and	reassembling	museum	
collections	when	there	is	a	‘responsiveness	to	material	evidence’	(Thomas	2010,	8),	of	the	kind	
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illustrated	in	the	work	of	Christian	Jürgensen	Thomsen.	However,	using	nineteenth-century	craft	
production	as	a	model	for	‘ways	of	knowing’	associated	with	collection,	while	potentially	inspiring	
for	museum	curators,	does	not	capture	the	potential	that	arises	when	these	ways	of	knowing	are	
transposed	into	a	digital	realm.	Rather	than	simply	returning	to	nineteenth-century	modes	of	
practice,	a	renewed	focus	on	collection	as	the	creative	assemblage	and	reassemblage	of	materials	is	
intended	to	enable	the	development	of	new	forms	of	museum	archaeology	‘in	and	of	the	present’	
(cf.	Harrison	2011).	It	is	by	recapturing	the	possibility	that	new	discoveries	and	forms	of	knowledge	
can	arise	from	approaching	collection	as	a	creative	process	of	(re)assemblage	that	museum	
archaeology	will	most	effectively	be	refreshed	for	the	twenty-first	century.	
	
	
Notes	
1	See	Fowler	(2013)	for	a	consideration	of	assemblage	in	relation	to	the	work	of	archaeological	synthesis,	and	
more	recently	in	relation	to	typology	(Fowler	2017).	
2	A	recent	special	issue	of	the	Cambridge	Archaeological	Journal	has	explored	Archaeology	and	Assemblage	
more	widely	(See	Hamilakis	and	Jones	2017),	but	its	engagement	with	museums	has	largely	been	with	the	
work	of	artists	rather	than	museum	archaeologists.	
3	This	book	also	includes	one	of	the	first	straightforwardly	archaeological	uses	of	the	term	‘assemblage’,	
although	Lubbock	did	not	define	it	(Joyce	and	Pollard	2010,	295).	For	a	more	complex	rendering	of	this	
history	see	Rowley-Conwy	(2007).	
4	Lubbock	became	Pitt	Rivers’	son-in-law	in	1884.	
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CAPTIONS	
	
	
Figure	1		Drawing	by	Julius	Magnus	Petersen	of	Christian	Jürgensen	Thomsen	showing	a	large	golden	
ring	to	visitors	at	the	Royal	Museum	of	Nordic	Antiquities	in	1846.	Courtesy	Antikvarisk-Topografisk	
Arkiv,	Nationalmuseet,	Copenhagen.	
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Figure	2		Photograph	of	Henry	Balfour	reassembling	collections	in	the	Upper	Gallery	at	the	Pitt	
Rivers	Museum,	University	of	Oxford,	most	likely	in	the	early	1890s.	Courtesy	and	Copyright	Pitt	
Rivers	Museum,	University	of	Oxford.	
	
